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In early 1988 my grandfather, Robert Barron Kerr Stevenson (1913-1992), former Keeper 
of the National Antiquities of Scotland, was asked about his recollections of his former 
teacher and colleague Vere Gordon Childe. “There is”, he wrote in reply, “very little that I 
can say of use to you”. The reason for such a statement seems to be that my grandfather 
felt that his contacts with Childe had never been concerned with the broad historical and 
philosophical concepts that scholars were so interested in, believing rather that his own 
academic perspectives were more from the “worm’s eye than the bird’s eye view”. Yet what 
my grandfather knew was a more personal side to Childe that does not come across in 
his published works. This is evident from the surviving four letters and four postcards 
sent by Childe to my grandfather between 1945 and 1956, which are currently in my 
possession. Much of what is contained in these pieces of correspondence attest to aspects 
of Childe’s life that are already well documented in the biographical literature; his fondness 
for a bottle of good wine, his love of the “heavenly” USSR (Figure 1) and the kindness 
he showed to the few students that he had. There are, however, other facets of Childe’s 
personality that come across in these letters, including his dry sense of humour and, perhaps 
somewhat surprisingly, evidence that he did sometimes enjoy archaeological fieldwork, 
just a little (cf. Green 1981: 64). All the letters and postcards have been transcribed for 
Antiquity (see below) and the originals may be seen in the supplement to this article at 
http://antiquity.ac.uk/projgall/stevenson330. 

R.B.K. Stevenson attended Childe’s one-year ‘ordinary’ course in the third year of his 
Classics MA degree at the University of Edinburgh, where Childe was at that time the 
Abercromby Professor of Prehistoric Archaeology (see Ralston 2009). He also spent a month 
excavating with Childe at Larriban in 1935 and proof-read some of his books (e.g. Childe 
1939, 1940, 1947). Immediately before and after the War the two met occasionally for 
walks across the Braid Hills and my grandparents provided him with a place to stay on 
his visits to Edinburgh after he had left the city to take up a position at the Institute of 
Archaeology in London. During the War R.B.K. Stevenson was posted to Italy, as he was 
fluent in the language and while in the country he undertook research into the Neolithic 
pottery there (Stevenson 1947). As Childe noted in the preface to his fourth edition of 
The dawn of European civilisation this research inspired him “to attempt a new account of 
Italian prehistory”. On my grandfather’s return to Scotland it was Childe who supported 
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Figure I. Postcardfrom Childe to Stevenson, dated 8 September 1953. 


his appointment to the position of Keeper of the National Museum of Antiquities and it is 
from around this time that the correspondence published here dates. 

The first letter, dated 3 February 1945 (Figure 2), was written while Childe was the acting 
Director of the National Antiquities of Scotland. It concerns my grandfather’s appointment 
to replace him and captures Childe’s excitement at the prospect of Russia’s part in the 
expected victory at the end of the Second World War. Childe also jests about his Marxist 
leanings, such as in his suggestions that the position of Director first be advertised in the 
Russian newspapers, UssecmuH and If panda, and that Museum’s text-panels be written in 
Cyrillic, with quotations taken from Engels and Stalin. Although this comes across as very 
tongue-in-cheek, it might be the case that this humorous tone was also a way to convey to a 
‘non-believer’, such as my grandfather, very real interests (Elizabeth Stevenson, pers. comm.-, 
cf. Trigger 1980: 18). The second letter, marked ‘confidential’, was posted from Rinyo, 
Orkney, in July 1943. It includes an account of his excavations there (Childe & Grant 
1947: 34-8) and his interest in what was emerging in the field. The letter dated 29 March 
1953 and signed in Cyrillic was, as Childe confesses, written “intoxicatedly” from a hotel 
in Perugia, Italy where he had been conducting research in the local museums. The final 
piece of correspondence was penned in November 1956 and is only a short note of thanks 
for my grandfather’s contribution to the volume of the Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society 
dedicated to Childe and edited by Graham Clarke. The postcards, in chronological order, 
were posted from Perugia, Italy (29 March 1953), Moscow, USSR (8 September 1953), 
Budapest, Hungary (8 October 1955) and Palermo, Italy (7 April 1956). 
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Figure 2. Letter from Childe to Stevenson, dated 3 February 1945. 


These letters and postcards may only form vignettes of a life that is already well scrutinised 
and discussed, more so than any other archaeologist (Diaz-Andreu 2009: 8). But they are 
offered here in the hope that they will, nonetheless, be of interest to the archaeological 
community. 
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Note that text in italics denotes conjectural readings of the handwriting. Editorial additions 
are given in square brackets (e.g. labourjer]). Childe’s own crossings out are marked (e.g. 
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status) , as are the underlinings (e.g. Red Army). The footnotes offer a provisional decoding 
of abbreviations, elisions and argot. 


Letter 1 (1945) (Figure 2) 

[Air Letter posted in Edinburgh on 4 February 1945. Sender’s name and address: The Director, 
National Museum of Antiquities, Edinburgh] 

3.ii.45 

My dear Robert. Your letter of 3.1.45 arrived in time for the requisite adjustments to be 
made in your Islay paper 1 & the underline of the figure in page proof. It has now gone to 
press & the index is being set up. I have told Neill to send the reprints to your father for 
distribution. 

I don’t wonder you felt rather pessimistic when you wrote. If the British Army is to be 
used to keep puppet kings on all the tottering Balkan thrones no one would get out of khaki 
till they were 65. But be of good cheer. The brave Red Army will liberate Scotland next 
year: the Stalin tanks will come crunching over the frozen North Sea — (I fear a thaw will 
set in too soon for them to cross this year; there are already messy forecasts of it; though the 
Nilts glacier had reached Dumfries the Tweed was still unfrozen at Peebles on Wednesday.) 
Then we’ll advertise the post as St Andrew’s Ho 2 deserves — in H3bccthh 3 & FIpaB/ia ' 
— and a selection Board will duly meet — AOC 5 with his neck on the Maiden’s block 6 ; Sir 
John 7 wearing thumbikins 8 ; Sir Hew 9 with his feet in the boot; Graham 10 in the witch’es 
bryden & Emory Walker 11 stripped for the scourge. JSR 12 will hold the Maiden’s release 
& Darroch 13 , Young 14 , Killin' 3 & Ross 16 operating the remaining instruments will ensure 
the correct selection. No need then to worry about the status title or salary of the Keeper. 


1 Stevenson 1943—4. 

2 St Andrews House, seat of the Scottish Government. 

1 Izvestia, a widely circulated daily national newspaper in Russia, founded in 1917. 

4 Pravda, the official Communist Party newspaper issued from 1912 to 1992. 

5 Possibly Alexander O. Curie, C.V.O., LL.D., F.S.A. formerly the Director of the Museum of Antiquities 
1913-19, died in January 1955. 

6 Form of guillotine displayed in the National Museum of Scotland. 

7 Possibly Sir John Stirling, Maxwell, Bt., K.T., D.L., H.R.S.A., President of the Society of Antiquaries of 
Scotland in 1945. 

8 = thumbscrews (note thumbikins rather than thumbkins). 

Sir Hew H. Dalrymple, Member of the Board of Trustees of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland. 

10 Possibly Angus Graham, who served as Secretary of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (1938-66) 
(Stevenson 1981: 184). 

11 Unidentified. 

12 Possibly James S. Richardson, Inspector of Ancient Monuments, who acted very briefly as Curator of the 
Museum between the death of Edwards in July 1944 and Childe’s appointment on 1 September 1944 
(Stevenson 1981: 199). 

13 William Darroch, Technical Assistant of the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland (Stevenson 1981: 
189, 201). 

14 Unidentified. 

15 Martin Killin, Museum and Library attendant at the Museum of Antiquities from at least May 1936 to his 
retirement in 1945 (Minutes of meetings of the Board of Trustees of the National Museum of Antiquities 
of Scotland 1936—56; thanks to Ines Castellano, Assistant Librarian, National Museum of Scotland). 

16 W.J. Ross, a museum attendant. He retired in 1960/61 after 26 years of service in the museum (The National 
Museum of Antiquities of Scotland, 7 h Annual report by the Board of Trustees: 5. Edinburgh). 
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As Commissioner I’ll try to secure him the ration of a railway porter & telegraph linesman 
(aiming myself at the higher scale of a dock labourer] or coalminer). 

In the meantime appropriate extracts from ENGELS & STALIN are being prepared to 
supplement existing labels (I suppose it would be polite for Darroch to learn to write Cyrillic 
so that translation should greet the liberating forces). These will not (I expect) be displayed 
at the official opening by Lord Normand 17 . This has been fixed for the Spring equinox. The 
Lord Provost (alas no longer Will Y) will preside supported of course by the City officer 
in John Knox’ pulpit. Young assures me his top hat is in good condition. While I was in 
London JSR produced great chaos in the northern gallery 18 but some order is now arising 
from it. I stubbornly refused to allow any of the painted panels to be torn from the wall 
or the penitential shirt 19 to be extracted from its airtight case. Now I can hold Normand 
& the Lord Provost over Moncrieff’s 20 head I have extended a promise of a new attendant 
at once & a second before the opening, also money for printing cards & perhaps even a 4 
page “guide”. I h a v I have 4 intelligent female students & (for this term) a charming Irish 
postgraduate 21 . 

At Dunragit 22 some ornamented 1A pottery like that from brochs & Hebrides has been 
turned up by Dept of Agric. They are being very cooperative & have suspended work till 
Anderson 23 (who is ill) or I can get down to see the site. At the moment it is very well 
covered with [?]. Yours (unusually) cheerfully Gordon. 


Letter 2 (1946) 

[Letterhead: University of Edinburgh crest, from Professor V.G. Childe, Department of Prehistoric 
Archaeology] 

Confidential 
July 27. 1946 

My dear Robert. I’m very upset that I can’t get to the Council meeting 24 on Weds. If I 
could have got * seats on planes both ways I would have deserted Rinyo 25 for 3 days & 
come up. I actually tried yesterday to get a seat but none was available even to Inverness on 
Tuesday & the chance of getting a return seat on Thursday would have been even less. I 
can’t contemplate abandoning Rinyo for 5 days at the present stage & that is what it would 
mean if I travelled by sea. I have accordingly sent a long letter to Paton 26 to be handed to 
Haddington 27 or whoever presides on Weds. I recommend the Council to acquiesce in the 
procedure (advertisement followed by a Selection Board) that I presume the B of T[rus]tees 

1 Wilfrid Guild Normand, Baron Normand of Abcrdour, KC, PC (1884-1962). 

IK Of the National Museum of Antiquities, Edinburgh. 

19 Likely to be MR 11: ‘sackcloth or “Gown of Repentance,” formerly used in parish church of West Calder’ 
donated by Rev J. Muckersy in 1806 (Catalogue 1892: 348; thanks to David Clarke). 

20 Possibly Alexander, Lord Moncrieff (1870-1949). 

21 Eoin Mac White, later to become a diplomat (Ralston 2009: 65, 73 n33). 

22 See Childe 1944-45: 168-70; Ralston 2009: 73 n33 . 

23 Unidentified. 

24 Of the National Museum of Antiquities, Edinburgh. 

25 On Rousay, Orkney. See Childe & Grant 1947. 

2< ’ Possibly Henry Macleod, Paton, Curator of Historical Records, H.M. Register House, Edinburgh. 

27 The Earl of Haddington, M.C., T.D. listed as a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, November 
30, 1945. 
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will still demand & to appoint representatives at once. This will take 6 mon[th]s anyhow and 
further dek postponement of the completion of the Museums staff will be quite intolerable. 
Anyhow if the right people be appointed the Council majority will get its way like this & 
you become Director. 

But I have urged that whatever be done on this matter the Council should again demand 
as a matter of extreme urgency your immediate appointment as Interim Director. I feel on 
purely theoretical ground quite irrespective of personalities that MA 28 ought not to be left 
without a head invested, albeit temporarily, with all the authority of Director. 

Turning to Rinyo, the first 3 weeks were very dull ploughing through deep but poor 
midden deposits over the hopelessly ruined chamber E (one corner of which turned up last 
season) & then looking for another to the W of F. Just at the end Jimmy Y’s 29 sharp eye 
spotted a stone on edge up the bank towards the hut & a few tufts revealed a not so ruinous 
bed. Further operations were suspended to allow of fencing & in the interval we turned to 
G where a bed and door cheek i0 had been exposed in 1937. The chamber turned out much 
better than anticipated. We have got the wall right round though on W in ploughed land 
(not under oats) the wall tops are only 4” below the turf surface! All over the chamber right 
under turf are masses of pottery some highly decorated with applied ribs but all in very bad 
condition full of rootlets. It represents a secondary occupation with at least two phases. The 
floor has so far only been exposed on the E side; we hesitated to dig up even 6’ of oats. The 
exciting thing is that projecting through it is a large segment of the wall of a presumably 
earlier chamber. It has been rather messed up by a very fine drain & so we haven’t got down 
to its floor nor lifted the drain lintels. Could you send me 3 coloured pencils, blue, green & 
brown (I have a red; but these complications want a lot of colours). There was a set on your 
table in January. Florence and Walter 31 send greetings. Please give mine to your mother & 
the professor. Yours ever Gordon. 

P.S. The significant thing so far is to have shown that even under plough land structures 
have survived. The whole field down to Bigland must be trenched when in fallow in 1948. 
That is for you. 

Letter 3 (1953) 

[Letterhead: Brufani Palace Hotel, Perugia] 

29. iii 53 

Caro Roberto (Don’t confuse me with the villain (?esse) who’s always saying this in I 
forget what). Italy & especially Umbria is enchanting at this season & Perugia is well called 
the queen city. I’ve just done a long walk along field paths from Pta S. Angelo across a deep 
ravine to what I expect is called Monte Nero a good bit higher than Perugia but not up to 
M. Tetio which is too far to reach on foot. The weather for my first week has been superb 
& the valleys here are now well sprinkled with primroses & a few other field flowers while 
the fruit trees are just in blossom. Don’t however imagine that I am wasting my special 

28 The National Museum of Antiquities. 

2 ' 2 Mr James Yorston, who first discovered the site (Childe & Grant 1949: 6). 

10 Door post or jamb. 

31 Walter Grant of Trumland House, Rousay (Ralston 2009: 60 & fig. 3) 
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allotment on flowers of the field or even romanesque churches. I have worked hard in the 
musea of Modena Bologna Ancona & Perugia & seen the actual terramare of Gorzano 32 & 
Montale 33 in the field. The £4 a day that a benevolent Treasury allowed for my ‘research’ is 
more than ample. The first week has cost me less than £20 but I don’t always stay in Class I 
hotels & often eat in trattorie for L350 ( = 4/-), with wine tho normally in a small ristorante 
with a V 2 litre I spend 700. 

Well to answer the letter which arrived just before I left, I’ve book’d my WL 34 Milano- 
Calais for 1 l lh & my sleeping KingsH—Edinburgh for 12.50 am on 13 th . I shall thus arrive 
after 2 nights in trains very sleepy & rather dirty. I’d love to stay with you the night of 
13/14 th but you will see I shall need a bath either before dinner (for which there will hardly 
be time) or in the morning (as I can’t sleep immediately after a bath) & I know with coal 
shortages and twins this mayn’t be practicable; so if there be any sort of difficulty, please 
book me in one of the less noisy hotels (if any; I can’t imagine that even quadruplets would 
make more noise than your vorgeschichtliche Tramvie 35 (1/2 litre excellent vino bianco 
produces a certain linguistic confusion). 

Villanova in nowise [?] recalls altere Urnnenfelder but at Pianello there is one 
schwarzpolierte Cylinderhalsurne 36 that might have come from Gemeinlebarn 3 . Most 
of the ascie a alette 38 that I’ve seen are a trifle more archaic than that produced from 
Wace’s LHIIIB mould from Mycenae 39 but it is obviously Italian. I sent Elizabeth a PC this 
morning, but rather doubt whether the Italian PO will recognize Scozia. 

Yours intoxicatedly, 

TopaoH Murme 

Letter 4 (1956) 

[Letterhead: From Prof. V.G. Childe, 22 Lawn Road Flats, London, N. W3J 

4. XI. 56 
Dear Robert. 

I was enormously delighted & also deeply touched by the weighty volume of PPS that 
my dear colleagues have so generously dedicated to me 40 . It was particularly nice that my 
former students — you 41 and Nancy 42 — should have joined in & contributed such weighty 


32 Terramare di Gorzano near Modena. See Coppi 1871-6; Desiterre 1991. 

33 Terramare di Montale near Modena, now an open-air museum (see http://www.exarc.eu/members/more_ 
info/30-Museo-Civico_Archeologico_Etnologico-IT.html (in English) and http://www.parcomontale.it/ (in 
Italian). 

34 Wagons-Lits. 

35 = prehistoric tramways (Edinburgh Corporation Tramways, shut down in 1956 and now being reinstated). 

36 Black-polished biconical urn with cylindrical neck (Zylinderhalsume). 

37 In Lower Austria. Childe would have known Szombathy 1929 which he reviewed in Antiquity 3 (1929): 
497. 

38 Winged axes. 

39 Childe may be referring to Wace 1953: pi. 9b. 

40 Contributions toprehistoric archaeology offered to Professor V. Gordon Childe in honour of his sixty-fifth birthday. 
Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society for 1955, New Series 21, edited by Grahame Clark with Kenneth P. 
Oakley & Stuart Piggott. 

41 Stevenson 1955. 

42 Sandars 1955. 
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&C useful articles. You and Hamilton 43 have greatly complicated and thereby enriched the 
relevance of the Scottish Iron Age since I last tried to look at it in 1946 Of course you’re right 
a lot at what was then our EIA, mysteriously tailing off into nothing c. 400, must of course 
fill that Dark Age. And your pins do help to mark a track there. According to schedule I 
should have written to thank you on 26 X but I’ve got a bit behind. 

Give my love to Elizabeth 
Yours gratefully, Gordon 

Postcards 

Perugia, March 1953 

Looking forward to seeing you on 13.IV (but not to exchanging Umbria sun for Scottish 
Ice!) 

Maunae 

29. iii 53 

Moscow, September 1953 (Figure 1) 

Having a heavenly time in USSR — have flown over Aral Sea & Kyziel Kum to Tashkent 
& Stalinabad. Incidentally, Artamonov Hon FSA Scot is now Director of the Hermitage in 
Leningrad! 

Gordon Childe Mamwe 
8.IX.53 

Budapest, October 1955 

Art Museum & gallery 

I’ve been attending the archaeological congress been quite instructive 

Gordon Childe 

8.10.55 

Palermo, April 1956 

Had a fine time with BB 44 in Siracusa and then went on to these windy islands 45 . We meant 
to send you a second P.C. but forgot. A.C. 46 II has just appeared. V Gordon Childe 
7.IV.56 
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